After being told that "we don't handle those kinds of cases" for the sixty-fifth time that week, she slammed the laptop's screen with deliberate force.  


It was getting dark. Tucking the computer into its sheath in her backpack, the footsteps carrying her across the street from the park waited briefly for traffic to permit crossing. The second-floor apartment she'd rented with all the pinched and hidden extra dollars from grocery lists with cut coupons was visibly lopsided, peeling white paint adding a forlorn countenance to its beleaguered edifice. Wifi was available from a courthouse cafeteria if she sat at the very edge of the concrete rim of Travis Park. Only in daylight did she attempt this, the population of the city frightened her to the marrow of her bones, but that's why she was here. Her husband spoke with a comical southern drawl, and although he'd never admit it, he was more terrified of these downtown streets than she could ever be. 


It didn't make her safe, but safe from him was what the goal was, and achieved it had been. No rumbling, mufferless truck had appeared in the past nine days after she'd signed the lease. A formality - the six months were paid up in full. Made not having an employer a moot point with the landlady. 


Turning the second, separate key in the bottom lock made an unfamiliar noise. Frowning, her usual expression, gave way to a trembling set of lips and wide eyes as she leaned into the door, granting her entrance. Only opening it enough for her thin body to roll around the edge and slam it shut, the pair of deadbolts were hastily engaged. Familiar smell of mold hidden behind warped paneling. Combined with Salem 100's and bacon grease, it was immediately comforting. 


A single speaker, antennaed, silver plastic radio had been left by a previous tenant, as had a number of other furnishings. She had been the first to approach for rent after the elderly man that had lived here before died, and she was thankful that no one had claimed his belongings. Nearly two cartons of cigarettes in the cupboard, along with an impressive stock of canned and dry goods, even soap. All she had arrived with was a single backpack. 


It was hot, the middle of summer, and while there was an air conditioner poking just as lopsided out one of the windows, she hadn't engaged its services unless the temperature spiked over a hundred. Chain-smoking on the screened balcony with a floor fan while the radio played the public classical station was her solo refuge nightly. An extra layer of screen had been stapled over the original from the inside, black plastic instead of the old metal, and it made for a comforting blur between her and the outside world. 


Traffic rarely ceased, foot or vehicle. The voices of peoples in several different languages were constant. The courthouse a block away was eight stories tall, and the eateries and bars surrounding hailed from many different cultures. It made the air thick with delicious cooking meals, with only a faint tinge of exhaust. The city buses were all propane driven, and the avenue in front of her room one way. Underneath, the woman she rented from ran a tailoring and television repair shop, unbelievably still in existence. The glass and modernity of downtown ended abruptly at this junction. 


It had begun to rain. Sitting low enough in the corner of the uneven balcony - the high side - so that passersby couldn't easily see the burning of her cigarettes, vigil was kept until daylight. It wasn't the dark that scared her, she preferred it while sleeping. It was what was in the dark. 


The drizzle picked up in intensity. Being this close to buildings, the sky wasn't actually visible unless she walked outside and looked straight up. Streaks of lightning were flashbulbs remembering alleyway crime scenes. Her back to the corner, eyes on the intersection by the park and courthouse. That was where any vehicle would be coming from. Smiling in the slightly cooler tiny box, her bare feet wet as water streamed downhill to the other side, she watched one of the stray cats dart out from its customary shelter under the statue of the horse rider to snag either a bird or a mouse. Living with animals had never appealed to her. Just another mouth to feed. At least they didn't talk. 


The fact that she couldn't understand most of the conversations that floated upwards to her perch came as a relief. Without the words obfuscating things the intentions and the lies were obvious. It made her want to buy a plane ticket to anywhere but here, one way. Anywhere you and I can't pronounce, she'd tell the travel agent, frowning and serious. 


Too many people smiled; too often to be sincere. A baring of teeth - that's what carnivores do to intimidate. She'd never met a vegetarian. 


Hours had passed already. It was officially the next day, the soft voice of the announcer soothed in between violins. The rain had kept up its pace. That was soothing as well. There was no shelter anywhere around her building - no awnings. Her tiny balcony box was sinking with the storefront underneath it. Those looking for shelter congregated in the park, not much visible from here, or under the canvas awnings by the intersection. 


It is not the dark. It is what is in the dark. The liars using words to fool and coddle. Best stay vigilant until the daylight, then rest. There would be a few hours after that before the sun set to try more lawyers.